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Opebation of the Sliding Scale of Coen Laws in Fbance, and 
its approaching Total Eepeal. 

[We are indebted to the " Economist " of 4th May, 1861, for the 
following condensation of a recent admirable Paper on the above 
subject in the " Eevue des Deux Mondes," for April, 1861.] 

" There are various opinions amongst the economists upon the 
modification during the year in our customs' tariffs, and although 
approving the principle, the change appears to some premature, 
radical, and arbitrary. "We still adhere to our published opinions, 
but differ in respect to the proposal for the abolition of the Sliding 
Scale upon the Cereals just presented to the Legislative Corps, and 
with the exception of minor details, of which we shall speak hereafter, 
this measure appears worthy of our approbation. That it will be a 
law having the assent of the representatives of the country, and not 
a decree, is its great merit ; since, for the last ten years, there has 
been no positive certainty respecting the Cereals, as the Government 
has, according to its will, established, or suspended the sliding scale. 
The Government desiring to emerge from an uncertain and capricious 
system, appears to us to have chosen the only course for settling this 
great question. The Sliding Scale has been everywhere condemned 
by experience, and we do not attempt to analyse the intricacies of 
past legislation, which, under reasonable appearances, conceals a 
series of mystifications. 

" The inquiry before the Council of State in 1859, shows the true 
effects of the sliding scale ; to weaken rather than sustain the ordinary 
prices of com, by putting obstacles in the way of continuous 
commerce ; to aggravate a tendency to extremes, since importation 
or exportation was prevented, except when prices were at the highest 
or lowest point. The Central Society and the agriculturists generally 
have condemned this illusory operation. The Council of State and 
the Government, after much hesitation, coincide in this opinion, and 
the adhesion of the Legislative Corps alone is wanting to cause the 
sliding scale to disappear from our code, as it has done already from 
those of neighbouring countries. 

" We must do justice to former governments by saying that they 
have not consented to the sliding scale without protest. The law of 
1819 initiated the system, and the Due de Richelieu proposed an 
amelioration in 1821, but a Commission of the Chamber thought that 
a flow of grain to the interior would follow, and placed prohibitions 
on foreign produce, in spite of the views of the minister, and in 
opposition to the government. As if Providence had designed to 
teach our legislators a lesson, the price fell to 15 francs in 1822, and 
15 francs and 17 francs in 1823, 1824, 1825, and 1826, in spite of all 
protective duties and prohibitions. 

" Affairs remained thus until the Eevolution of 1830. In the 
month of October, 1831, M. d'Argout, Minister of Agriculture and 
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Commerce in the Cabinet of M. Casimir Perier, proposed a radical 
modification to the Chamber. After warm discussions and much 
opposition his changes were allowed to pass into operation for one 
year, but the death of M. Casimir Perier occasioning a new ministry, 
the act became permanent ; and thus the sliding scale was introduced 
into our laws. 

" Let us inquire into the operation of this system. 

" Prom 1832 to 1846, average harvests having produced medium 
prices, the sliding scale worked without detriment or utility. In 
1846 there was a scarcity, and the Government perceived the 
necessity of suspending the act, but feared the responsibility of such 
an unusual measure. During the deliberations the advance assumed 
disastrous proportions, and when the Chamber pressed by evidence, 
decided in the month of January, 1847, to pronounce the suspension, 
the remedy was too late. In 1853, again the same occurrence, and 
enlightened by the experiences of 1847, the sliding scale was sus- 
pended at the commencemejit of the crisis, and, thanks to this 
precaution and the Marseilles railroad, the scarcity was confined 
within narrower limits than in 1847. Encouraged by this success, 
the government maintained this position until 1859, when a demon- 
stration on the part of the Senate compelled a return to the former 
law; but in August, 1860, a recurring scarcity caused a new 
suspension, which remains to this time. 

" Thus for fourteen years since 1846, the sliding scale has been 
in operation six years, and suspended eight years, and each govern- 
ment has endeavoured to dispense with it altogether. Is there not 
in this a strong presumption against it ? 

" The same coalition of interests still exists within the Chambers, 
and powerful as is the Imperial Government, we should doubt success 
in the enterprise, were the agriculturists as obstinate and violent in 
their opinions as formerly. New circumstances have modified the 
most prejudiced minds, such as the permanent prices of grain in the 
East of Europe, and more especially the unexpected development in 
the export of corn to England. 

" In all that has been spoken or written upon the subject of the 
Cereals, importation is the only side of the question that has been 
noticed, and producers have thought only of providing against foreign, 
and particularly Odessa corn. The price of grain at the market of 
Odessa being 8 francs and 10 francs the hectolitre, such fears seemed 
justifiable, and, in event of the ports remaining open, it was imagined 
the home markets would be inundated, and reduced to the same 
level. That the Eussian supplies would be limited on these terms, 
did not enter into the computation; that increased demand would 
cause an infallible rise in prices at the places of production; that the 
expenses of transport would advance with the quantities; that in 
barbarous countries the extension of cultivation would be slow from 
the difficulties of obtaining labour and the expenses of capital. 
Imagination effaced distances, obstacles of culture, of transport, and 
conceived no barrier sufficient to serve as a rampart against an 
invasion imminent and formidable. 

" Since 1840 these fears have been gradually dissipated, for the 
reform of the corn laws in England having opened an immense 
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outlet, the prices have equalled our own, rising from 10 francs to 
20 francs, and even higher ; — see for example — 



Years. 


France. 


Odessa. 


Difference. 


1856 


30 75 
24 37 
16 75 
16 74 
20 41 


/ o. 
22 58 

19 53 

14 78 

14 50 

17 25 


8 17 


'57 


4 84 


'58 

'59 


1 97 

2 24 


'60 


3 16 







" We ought to add to the price of Odessa 3 francs for carriage, 
and 2 francs for difference in quality ; and then we shall find that in 
the years of dearness, 1856 and 1857, the Odessa corn delivered at 
Marseilles nearly reached the French in price ; and that in the years 
of moderate prices, as 185S and 1859, the Odessa corn rose higher ; 
consequently "French prices ought to exceed 25 francs, in order that 
there should he sufficient profit to hring an abundance from Odessa ; 
and in such case the supply is requisite for our deficient production. 

" Experience has brought to light a not less important fact, that 
even w r hen corn exceeds 30 francs, the hectolitre in France, as in 
1856, only limited quantities arrive from Odessa. In 1856 commerce 
was secured against a sudden return to former imposts, the sliding 
scale being suppressed for three years ; and in spite of our efforts to 
gather corn from all sides, but nine millions of hectolitres of all grain 
entered, and when in 1858 and 1859 the prices fell, but two millions, 
a provision just sufficient for the city of Marseilles, where prices 
regularly exceeded those of the interior. 

" Thus a minimum of two millions of hectolitres in the time of 
low rates, and a maximum of nine millions in the time of extreme 
dearness ; such are the limits of importation which the results of six 
years' unrestricted trade have shown. 

" At the same time that the imaginary phantom of importation is 
dissipated a very effective exportation is demonstrated. 

" We cannot estimate at less than 300 million francs value, the 
excess of Exports over Imports during the last three years, being an 
addition of 100 millions yearly to the resources of our producers. 
This new phase of the question arising during the discussion has 
caused the most decided partisans of restriction to reflect seriously. 

" The agriculture of France can be divided into two parts ; the 
North, producing more, and the South, less than its consumption. 
The transport from north to south entails expenses advantageous to 
neither party ; but the surplus of the North finds an outlet in eight 
to ten million quintals from the ocean ports, and the deficiency of the 
South is supplied by two million quintals from the Mediterranean, 
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and this is the natural movement of a free commerce. To put the 
question thus — Is not this its solution ? 

" All things announce that the new measure will not encounter, 
even independently of political pressure, the opposition which would 
formerly have awaited it in the Chambers. There are times when 
questions arrive at maturity under all forms of government, and 
Sir Robert Peel could pass the abolition of the corn laws, although 
that question presented the reverse aspect, as the English had an 
insufficient agricultural production, owing to their numerous indus- 
trial population. 

" We have but one objection to offer, and that is, since the 
government comprehends the question so well, it should resign for 
ever all rights of prohibition, or at least define the circumstances of 
urgency upon which those rights can be enforced. No worse con- 
dition exists for commerce than uncertainty, of which greater proofs 
were never manifested than during the present year. 

" More than one hundred years have elapsed since the first 
Trench economists desired this liberty. The spirits of Quesnay and 
Turgot must be stirred even in their tombs. What obstacles has 
not this grand enterprise encountered since the famous guerre des 
farmes of 1775 ! Then came the absurd laws of the Revolution and 
the Empire, followed by the boasted, but now shivered, mechanism 
of the sliding scale, and we, in our day, are about to behold the 
triumph of truth." 



